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Actually, it is a lovely autumn day in Massachusetts, when the first Chapman son is born.  Outside the little cabin the leaves are turning colors.  Apple trees on the nearby hills groan with reddening fruit.  Suddenly, there’s a cry from the cabin.  “A boy!” exclaims the midwife.  Nathaniel Chapman picks up his son and shows the child to his wife, lying on the wooden bed.  “We’ll call him John,” Chapman says.  Elizabeth Chapman smiles tiredly and pats the arm of the four-year-old girl who is standing by, watching.  “Lizzie, what do you want to call brother?”  “Johnny,” the girl whispers.
Chapman’s great-great-great-great-granddad came from England to Boston and died in 1678, leaving his wife “thirty good-bearing apple trees.”  But Nathaniel is not much of a farmer.  He has no money to buy land.  Instead he rents a farm and to feed his growing family, plants turnips, corn and potatoes.  He also does carpentry work.  And then Nathaniel goes off to war as one of the minutemen, under General George Washington, fighting in the American war of independence.  
Elizabeth and the children are left to fend for themselves, stumbling through the seasons of the war.  Relatives nearby help, but the farm is a poor one.  Elizabeth is sick and about to give birth to her third child.  She is worried that they have no cow to supply the children with fresh milk and writes to her husband that cows “are very scarce and dear.”  Tired out from the birth of her baby and very ill, Elizabeth dies, knowing her children will be safe with her parents.  A month later, the baby dies as well.
Johnny and his sister Lizzie, go to live with their grandparents in a small frame house in the middle of Leominster.  They struggle through four hard winters and become very close.  Then Nathaniel returns home from the army.  He is tired of war, tired of repairing wagons, tired of building forts.  His children are six and ten years old and they hardly know him.  He brings along a young wife, eighteen-year old Lucy Cooley.  The family moves sixty-five miles away to Longmeadow.  Over the next several years, Lucy gives birth to Nathaniel, Abner, Pierly, Lucy, Patty, Persis, Mary, Jonathan, Davis, and baby Sally.
The Longmeadow house, small and weather-beaten, sits in a lush meadow, not far from the winding Connecticut River and deeply wooded hills.  Johnny and his sister and their half-brothers and half-sisters go to Longmeadow school.  There Johnny learns to read and write and cipher.  He learns penmanship.  Johnny takes to reading, eagerly borrowing books.  Even more, he takes to the woods, oak and maple, birch, beech, and pine.  There he watches the deer drink from the river and the red fox leap in and out of the high grass.
But boys from poor families do not stay in school long.  They are hired out to work when they become teens.  The growing Chapman family needs Johnny’s wages.  At fourteen he is apprenticed to a local farmer, working in the fields, working with apple trees.  Johnny loves the orchards.  He comes an apple man, like his great-great-great-great-great-grandfather had been.
By the time he is in his twenties, Johnny knows what his life’s work will be.  He will go from Longmeadow to New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio and on westward doing good deeds for others, living a simple life, and sowing seeds for apple orchards as he travels.
Some say he takes his eleven-year-old half-brother Nathaniel along on his journey into the wilderness.  Others say Johnny walks alone.  He is five foot seven and large-boned, muscular and strong from working so many years in the apple orchards.  In his pack he carries food for the trip:  dried venison strips, journey cake, water.  And when he gets as far as the Pennsylvania cider mills, he stocks up on the free brown apple seeds and packs them into burlap sacks.
In Pennsylvania, on some of the many tracts of unclaimed wilderness, Johnny plants the brown seeds.  He tends his orchards well.  Within a few short years, the seeds have grown into hardy seedling trees, ready to be sold to the families moving west by the thousands.  The price:  about six and a half cents!
Johnny is not a city man.  He loves the forests, the meadows, the wilderness.  Often he sleeps outdoors.  His payment for trees does not always come as money.  He is given cast-off clothes, a bed for the night, a hearty dinner, or sometimes food for the journey:  watermelons, cornmeal, salt pork.  He makes friends with the native people, the Seneca and Munsee.  But by 1804, Pennsylvania feels too settled, too crowded.  Johnny borrows money from his family and goes further west.  
Johnny is not the first man to plant apple trees in Ohio, but his probably plants the most. The pattern is of his life is simple.  In the fall he walks back east to the cider mills to pack the seeds.  Then he carries the seed bags west, by horse, by canoe, by raft.  He locates a fine growing place, which no one owns, clears away the brush, builds a strong fence and plants the little brown seeds.  Come spring he checks his trees, in Ohio, in Pennsylvania, in Indiana.
There is no doubt Johnny is strange.  He is usually alone.  His clothes are castoffs.  His shirt is made from a coffee sack.  Often the shoes he wears are secondhand sandals or boots.  Whenever he goes to Ashland County, he stays with his half-sister Persis Broom and her family, bringing them gifts of ribbons and buttons, telling stories to the four girls.  And what stories he has to tell!
And then one day, going to Indiana through the cold and rain, he hears that cows have broken through one of his orchard fences.  He walks fifteen miles to fix it.  Returning exhausted, he goes to bed, sick with a fever called “winter plague” – pneumonia.  He dies on March 18, 1845, in the middle of winter, and is buried in Fort Wayne, Indiana.  He is not quite seventy-one years old.

